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. The Sharpening of The Blade, 1892-1897:
’A Blaek le'spaper and nd Black Cmsciousneqs

‘.’

~

. Historians generally link the rgpid ‘developmeht of a:ninbilized national- N .
circulation® black .gesa‘fol lo\uing World War I with the' growth\of a s'chi'fic . |
black coﬁsoiousnes_s-and idehtity. Despite several setbacks. this relationship .
climaxed in the eivil -i‘igbts movements of the 1ésoé and QGOs; 'fhie study.of . L

a weekly black newspaper in Kansas at the turn of the century, suggests that '
y : .

.

this develoPment beg‘an at the looal level sevcral decades earlier, when ¢

. increasingly restrictive laws instituted after the end of Reconstruction began

to drive blacks vestward and northward. The evolution of The Blade in Par-
sons', Kansas, into a vital part of .the black commu %y there was similar to s ,

the path fol lowed later by the Chicago Def&nder, the Bittsbixrgh Courier, and
- ’

(4

other such papers. : A . o

-

This study is a qualitative exam1nation of The Blade during two ‘six-week
periods: September 24-October 29,, 1892 (Vol. 1, Nos..6-1=:), the first availa-’

ble issues of the ﬁper,\ appearing ,just prior “to nstional elections; and

>
\ . R .

October 23-November 27, 1897 (Vol. 6, Nos. 13-18), which included two wegks .
before and four wesks after local elections. This article ‘will advance expla- r

nations for the marked changes that occurred between the two periods and will

£

evaluate The Blade's possils.e inflwence on ‘the course of local events by ' ' .

.considering the experience of ‘ the b“]:ack cownity i-n P_arsons' before and after

f
the 1890s. ‘

°

AN
Although the study of the hietory of.black journalism has advariced since

John D. Stevens surveyed the field 1 much remains to ve done. ‘There still is

-

&

-

no tnorough survey history. A basic introduction *o the field can be ohtained




. o : . .

from the work of Holeeley, Detweiler and Pride, as well as a special issue of

Fromee ey

Joumlien Eidtoq.Z The work by Penelope Bullock on the hietory of 19th |

centu:\y black magazines fills ar\ important gap.3 V. Haywood Burns offers a

. ?

useful eeeay on the black press and radicalism,4 and Johnson & Johnson provide |

a solid examination of the debate between _\radicals'and accomodationists‘,at the

L

- . . > . :
geginning of the twentieth century, the period which follows that being-inves- -
tigated here.5 A-nseful reference in this study is the volume by Mqten on)-the
black press. in Kansas, one of the, first monographs' 'which look( at the black

press in a particular, state.b ‘ L.

] . 3
] -
e

The existence of a neWSpeper by {nd for blacks identifies a group dis- | .

tinct in more. respecte than skin color from readers of other newspapers. .The

degree to which the paper recog'hizes those differences a.nd the manner in whichl t

it responds may vary. The Blade 8 development will be considered wit}x refer—

b 4

ence to two contrasting pe?ceptions of the role of a black n;npgper. Roland

2

Wols'eleg; c_oncludes that enforced segregatipn in cities during Reconstruction
spewned 'a community-conscious black press devoted‘ to protesting discrimination
and' to reporting the minutiae of ileck life.7 A.ccording to. a 'history of - °
Labette County, the Parsons Eye-Opener, a forerunner of The Blade, phrased its -
purpose somewhat differently, celling i):eelf "an avenue by which to mgke known
to the public [black] views, wants and intentions, and...a means‘:‘of educating

[black] yeung people in the duties of citizenehip.'8 —

Both of these‘ approaches suggest that the black paper’ was%advan})the
interests of the black comrynity. Both acknowledgc that a news gap existed,
that blacks were inadequately represented in the marketplace of ideas. But.
the papers sought to appeal to dii‘ferent readerships. The Bye-Opener p};rased .
its primary purpose in terms of providing news -=- albeit news of blacks -- 10~

whiteas It answere% the necessarily internal (bécause of segregation) and

.4

/_A\\.,‘f‘”-s\x,\ -



R I

'.young blacks become ree’popsible/ citi\zens of tix/e community-at-large.

*

populations in aouthern Kansas.!3 They were ‘institutionally-segregated.‘-‘i Y

‘spective on mainstream n;ﬂe. t alao provides for the exchange of practicag. Vs

o

.- x

Holeeley s model is concerne‘d ith supplying news to the black community, ‘ «

-

with providing.a forum for community issues, and with offering a black per-

- ' .
informaéiqn on a regular bdgis. In WOlseley 8 newspaper, a black who iz a i

#
responeible citizen fights '8 ainet diaorimnation, ,and thus often seems to

' .} ! . [ 4 4 .

" oppose the community-at-rlarge._/ K R .‘ . L T ¥

L

Ve

. . .

. | ' ﬁ"r:;‘en-“'nit’ ' o 5 - ", 7,

Parsons, located in  the eoutheastern pa;t ‘of Kansas, . waa ‘founded in $871 .

on a site \(isited the yea.rie/f:re by the 'fame‘d Horace Greeley.9 It became 51} ' ( '. s
3 \ Ly =

important stép on’ the Missouri, Kansas and Texas (H, K & T, dr Katy) Rail~ .

road.10 Blacks, cal Ied exoduaters,' orig:lznally came, to-Kansas in 1879-1880 :

»
as’ part of a large migration from the South, ‘primarily from Louisiana and
“

Mississippi. An estimafed 25,000 blacks came, diaenchanted with Reconstruc=

tion and, in some caees, persuaded by vote—hungry Republicans or profit-hungry"\
promoters whq promieed cheap land and equal oppdrtunity -for the grice ‘of the
passage to John Browne home state.!? ALready in 1880 there were 678 blacka -
jn a Parsons population of 4256.12 By the 18905, there wer: about & thousand

blacks and 8000 whi'pes in Parsons, giving the town oneff the largest bTack ) .

In contrast to ‘the majority of black immigrgnts, those in Parsons came
7 ' . % . .

L]

. ‘ N
mainly from Texas. Some of these were relatively well-off,“although many were

-

destitute.!5 Some'bbught homes and farms, but m 1ived in shacks in areas
such as "Hogtown," where hogs were kept after'p:’:jg banned from the city

: i
Timits.'® The Parsons Sun carried sympathetic editorials about the,plight of

. I : . ¥
the blacks. .The Kansas state government provided them some relief money

- ) ~

4
<@ / &
. hd (S
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' through the Karsas Freodman's Relief Association and some of .the néw residents
. - ] . ’

,receivedﬁloc_aj: assistance wifh housing, farming, jobs, food, schooling.and

v
healt‘h care. Som: found work with a grain dealer, at a brickyard and winx

\

mines, although the railroad was the primary émbloyer. Many could read and -

write. Already in 1880y about 100 black children attended achool.'7 Hobson.

L

Normal, a black teacher-training institute founded by the Quakers, sefvéd the

community from 1882 to. 1896. There were glso fouy blaék_‘.church.es.?s This was

' 1] [
\ -
5}
.

C The Blade: An Pverview . .,

the community into Which The Blude can

Local weekly newspapers playéd _'an uhu ually subétantial. role in Kansas, o ]
whe_th_ep for white, foreign-language, or blapk populations.!9 The Blade,
published from 1892-1904, was slready the tfhird, and -- %ag it turned out --

‘. the last black newspaper started in Parsons20 The Kansas Advocats existed

for /a few months in 1881. The EBye-Opener arveared in 1892, but folded soon
. - M .

+

after-dvs busi’ness managér, E.W. Dorsey, lefut to become presidetit of The
Parsons Veekly Blade.2! By September 30, 1893, Dorsey and his editor, Simeon

L
0. Clayton, were claiming a circulation of 1200, made up of "hundreds of .

- farmers, both colored and white" and "hundreds of laborers and businessmen.”

Dorsey apd Clayton were proud of their accomplishments.

‘ ) [This is] the only publishing company exclusively owned and con-
o d trolled by Negroes within a circuit of 500 miles around its location..

The Blade Publishing Company owns and manages a publishing house located

' withirn a few doors of the corner around which the business center o&,

Parsons lies, occupies the entire second floor of one of the principal
buildings in town. - It has.its edito's'zlal room, job room, paper and stor-
' | age room, type room and press rooms. . ~
v ' .

The early Blade's message was to cooperate and communicate with theslocal
powers-that-be, presuming them béixevolent and responsive. It implied that
blacks would be treated equally 15 they showed themselves worthy of the honor, -

i.e. if they voted Republican, main.taine'd law and order and obtained an educa-

;’ ’ [ ] -

- :«':5{
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) .five-year period

N o

tions ',-Ir_x these respects, it resembled The Eye-Opener model. The content of

the l,ater Blade was more rebel lious. It ~nored much mainstream newe and sold

i.'te. readers a defiantly black perspective.l By assuming an activis§ 'stance and
31&°ciné mgre emp)izie on black communify news.‘The":'Blado at,the end of the,
osely matched Wolseley's model of the immediate post-Civil'

.
>

War black _preea. It aimed to be a catalyst for change. - . .

The arrival in 1895 of E.W. Dorsey 8 son, Jv Monroe, in the editorial .
office surely had much to do with the metamorphOsis of The Blado, even tholfgh
thd paper had -focused increasingly on diecrimination starting in December

/\ 1
T1893.23 The October 19, 1895 issue edited by the younger T’ursey offerede .

. evidence of his potentially more rebel l,ioua outlook. . L

In aeeuming editorial management of the B!ade I do so with reluc-
tancy eic].. The field surveyed by this newsbearer is a great one and
one's thoughts are read by thousands --- many of whom are severe cri-

I tiCSOOQO . -

In politics the Blade is republican but it is [cq] hidebound. It
will stick to the party as long as_the party e_,_ticka to it, but when the
shutters are turnea then must each look out for No. 1....

: [+
Finally I will say, all who want to see the Negro race advance in
+ the uphill road of life and want a leader and guide, lend a helping hand
to the Blade. . N

The statement shows Dorsey expected his new job to be difficult.. . But, as his -
niece, born in 1913, said recently, “He just wenf right‘ ahead with whateYer he «
startad." Jean Cherry, a retired Internal-Revenue Service‘.e-mployee and insas
City resident, said E.W. Dorsey raised his children tc be "prog.reeeive"-. and
"’aégreeei've. "24 . ¢ | ' .
“From what my mother would tell me, ny great grandfather [also] raised

that family to get what they have coming to them...to be fighters more or ]

L N
less, Cherry said. The younger Dorsey's grandfather, Joe Chastain, was a

* white Virginia slaveowner. After Chastain had fathered slava children, "He

A )

~
*q
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didn t desert them. He saw to it that they were well taken cage of and

0
..

P . educated " Cherry said.25 -

)
1.. ’

‘ The Dorseys calne ‘to Parsona via Stonewall County, Texts, where Cherry "

said -her "Uncle Mon" ‘wae born’ free.. When the tamily méved tq '°arsons, “the

children attended Hobson Institute.26 The younger Dorsey's willingness as &
Blade editor to rueh in where his father in the early Blade had feared -- or
at.least declined -- to tread may be attributa‘ole ~to his psychologicel and

1

e geogYical distance from the experience of slavery. It is against this

background that the remainder of this study will describe and evaluate the
contents of The Blade. ' : L
A ‘t "3 ¢
.
The contents '

. R v ) Ll ‘e

Graphics--In 1892, nothing on the front page clearly'identified The Blade

as a black newspaper. In contrast, the motto, Protection to All. No Discri-
mination Against Color,' on the 1897 masthead immediately identif1ed The Bladé
as. 8 black newspaper. The paper 8 design in 1892 was monotonoue. "Headlines

“and articles rarely were wider than one column. Illustrations were generall/y

\
~ limited to national ads or ar occasional back-pap &\l\ﬂping. although the

front page of the last issue examined boasted three li-thographe. The 1897
. b

Blade frequently ié_hored colnmn divieions. The,state geal on the masthead,
along with what looks like an eagle'e claw gripp%n"'g a rolled-up flag on the
editorial page, were standard in 1897 issues. | Front-page_ads included illus-
trations, and onéd o.r two cartoons often complemented front-page articles on.

the econony. A popt-election crowing rooster (No. 15) was apparently’ the only
original art during the two periods.

Advertisements--In addition to subscription and ad income, the 1897 Blade

ofirs evidence of support from other sources. Ads oomprised just under a

i¥d of the 1892 issues (nine columns), were evenly divided between national

thi

S
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~

and local, and never appeared on the front page. 1In 1897, ads Mcréésed to. a

little under one-half of the paper (15 columns), and occupied about one-thqu

of the front page. In -both years, many of the ads zppe_ared regulgr'ly. In
. . N . 4
1897, for example, the ad for "Dr. Williams' Pink Pills for Pale People" was

featured in the upper left~Mand cérner of four of the six iésuee; Five of the

six issues,included a three-po‘iumn announcement of’ the 1898 Trans-Miésissippi
' .- ¢ . s A ‘ .“ - . .

International Exposition in Omaha. . | ' T

N

A“lf,hough logal ada increased in number and variety, nationalrad;\ W

_increased from 50 to '6‘0 percent of the total in 1897. Motan noted thats .

national adsa, usually for pateht medicines anﬁ mail-order merchanéis"e, paid

more and were more reliable than local advertisers.27 The Blade carried an .-
"outstanding" number of classifieds compared to other black Kansas papirs of

~ ' . . ‘e .
the period.28 S _— ' S

3 . F
.
- ' : f /

Only in 1897 were any ads specifically d1rected to. black consumers: ‘g/ .
mail’ order book, The Philosoyhy of legro Suffrago, "Wonderful Discovery --°
Curly Hair Made Straight By Ozonized Ox Marrow,' and the Afro-American Mutual !

Benefit Asaociation (AAMBA) ~-- "No one who is eligible can be'barred” (No.

t

Y

‘fhe Blade was 1_:hé local contact for two of-its advertisers, a patent ) \.\
company and the AAMBA. For ,the ‘latter it had no scruples about promoting
insurance policies in hard news articles: Nos. 13, 17 and 18 ran stories of

] ‘li" ' - ‘e

local homes destroy%d or nearly destroyed by fire. The owners, the paper

" noted, were inadequately insured.

P : , .
Each issue ran. several ads in The-Blade's own name. It advertised "Com-

" -

missions‘to agents,” job printing, and "Book printing a special ty.”

weseHgd
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& . You must not think Becau.ée this is & Printing Company of Colored
' men, that they are not prepared, nor qualified %o do-your. york, for we
have a Complete Job Office, that is, as much material as we need to do

most any job. you need. . - '

4
.

, Gzn.r.e_.,ua~ a :r;al.%&__\ , R ' |
. . . 4 ~
In fact, the Jjob printing "contributed- to" the paper's financial success.’0

[
e o, |

. One-eighth and one-fourth page ads 6ffered The Blade and The s&:t-ieekly?
’ : . - v T o ' o
Capital of Topeka, Kanaag for two dollarse a year, or The Blade and a crayon, .

three” (No. 17) woon after it anhounced that associate editor H. Lewis Dorsey

\ * .

. " ‘ o . .
was leaving to start a new Blade in Atchison,” Kansas (No. 15) gives some idea
. AC R | : .

of the scale of the operation. o

+——Natiopal ve. local black news--The prominence, depth and amount of Black
commgziitrnews inc?éaéed over’the five years at the expense of clippings, .fhét
is, material reprinted from ;ther' publicat ons. Onlg one of the '.';lippings
fhat filied the front and back pages of the| 1892 Blade originated in Parsons:

H.H. Brown, a citizen of Parsons/ heard someone cutting at his

oo screen door the other night, and fired. through the door with his pistol.
' Soen after & dead negro, by the name of Claggett, was found a short
distance from Brown's house {no. 6). ' :

/
half the front page.in four of the issues ‘in 1892
] ) , Q

mics and 0dd Fellows elections jostled regional industry, political and agri-

Strikes, scandais, epide-

‘ cultural reports. ..Other fz:ont-page featux:es Ain 1892 in%.ude‘ci: ‘a Union Army
veterans' parade in Washingtom, D.C., celebratiﬁg thg 27th a_nnive;sary of the
end of the/Civil War; la ’pu“blic lette{;f\rom the People's Party candidates for
‘president and viéeépres.;ident; and President Benjamin Harrison's vife's ,'linger-
ing illness aﬁq death. OIf.18 f‘ront—pege clippings mentioning blaipks, hgli‘

) were in the terse World-at-Large category, such as, "Colored people of both
sexes will be adpitted to the Chicago university" (No. 7), or "Four negroes

were hanged by a mob at Monroeville, Ala., for the brutal murder of Richard'L'.

ERIG S . ig

‘. portrait for $2.48. The Blade's notice that it was hiring "av extra, force of

Random two-to-four line briefs called "The World ajLarge" filled almost™ ™= -

W



- blacks as murderers.'repists (“Hugh Henry; a negro,'attempted crimindlly to

- . - -

. - . . ’ - R ] . ,...Q;

Johnson sndfhie,daughter" (xo. QO)AF_The'remsinin%énine articles portrayed ‘ .

Ki

assault Hiss Habel Welsh at Lsrned/the other nightu“At nignt a mob to::*fizfng,;mﬁkﬁ

from jail and hanged him to telephone polea [No. &), burglars. being

/
poisoned by a tarsnzulef/ﬂiéhting, celebrating the smancipatior,Proclamation,

-

holding up a streetear, ‘being killed, or diesatief‘ed ("Race Troubles
Ve
Likely/Mxxed Schcols Wapted by Negroes.and Violence Feared” [No. 8]).

modern-day redder has the impression that readers of these articles nust ha&e ‘ NI
. PN . "

conciuded that blacks often threatened the la\ and order of socdiety and rarely

contributed to it. . . )

[4 ’ ' .
» N .

) N . . ., )
Blacks on,the local page -- page t*..e¢ -- were Baptists, barbers, gtu-.
A ] ‘ - P ’ a
dents, voters, "gentlemenly janitors;"?lawyers, poets, travelers, engaged. in
T
business and -ometimes in trouble. They suffered rheumatiem, laid "beautiful

>

.

and substantial side waiks" before theiﬁ housee, ‘and attended cohcerts, fairs,

L4

weddingsy equi'reling perties ("We. succeeded in c?pturing tvo poreums and .six -

e

barrels of fun." [No. 8]) \political rallies, teachers' meetings, germons and

!

socials. !

. By 1897, “The World at'Large“_had disappeared. Qlippings filled two °
columns on page one and most of page three, Prebident William,Mckinley and
the developing Cuban crisis were barely mentioned:' Only onelclippiﬁg men-
tioned blacks, in a neutral centext, on an indide page (No. 14; reprinted in
No. 15). The practice of reprintiug the two page one cclumns of clippings on
page three in subsequent iss'1es suggedts that they were viewed as filler when
there was not enough new news:{ The front page featureg reéular reports from
correspondents in communities as much as 100 miles away. In five of the six

issues, "Winfield Itemsf’"Joplin Inklings,” "Coffeyville Notee{"@hetOpa

News," and "Pleasanton Clippings filled at least two front-page columns and

\ N

, 1
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/ often continued onto other pages. The sixth issue also featuyred local ,black . S
// & ce . ’ . ' . ’ .
' . . newd, the‘”ﬂroceedinge'of the Hinieters and Deacons Union of the Southeastern
S District Held st Cherokee" (Nos 16) T S B

2

In’ the firbt issue after, the 1897 election (No. 15). which featured a
three-column headline, ,"The Blade Triumphant/In Tueaday's Election the Colored .

A Republicans Rebuked the Party Ringstere for Their Perfidy in the Past Elec~ N
o ~ ’ % -
tions ’ locel news.-even displaced the' ads that appeared regularly on the i‘ront e '

/' ’ ’/’. . =
page. Belpw the headline wds a square 3-column wide drawing of a crowing '

. .; rooeter, under which an esaay protested die- imination. Other front-page

« items included an offer of a free mail-order veterinary catalogue, a train
.schedule, and a'remedy for bedbugs. L '

In 1897 "Lccal and Perso;ial Newsb of. Paraona appeared on, the back page. # o / ).

Typically it inc:l;uded the sick\ liat, nutting expeditions, and interesting | ‘_ - /~ »

/ sermons, but busineas dealings and career advancement a/ét’racted more notice L 5
/ ) L
than in 1892, e.g. "J.H. French and William Davis hay/e the. contract for. the ‘

plaster "work on the building for the Home of the Friendless" (No. 14). One .

article applauded "A prggperous Negro," whose wagone_.were hauling pipes for
. . ] . P ’ M :
- the new gas mains (No. 14). Another commended the trustworthiness.of the

treasurer of the Women's Mission circle: "It is policy to have such people as

* she has proven to be.to hold the finance of any institution" (No. 16).

p—

Reports on white busi_nesses included émes earning; of the Katy Railroad (No.
N .

. 15) and the conetruction of a new ice plant and reorganization of an old one
LA
(No. 18 hore. and more detailed, accounts of arrests and trials often

indicated skin color- : - .
) -~ (
A A young white man...was killed Thursuay night out at the Whittaker
brickyard in & free-for-all melee...Several of the ‘crowd are. under
arreet (No. 16). :

»* A3
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Rev, Perry Davis of Chanute. arrived in the city on last Sat. for the
purpos2 of soliriting means with which to prosecuie the murder of William
Berry, who was so brutally slain in Chanute about four weeks ago (No.

17).

~ Additional communi‘ty service information included listings of "Secz\et Socie-

P

-

ties" and a “Church Directory” on pege four.

. ‘CoopeFation ve. alienation-~In 1892, The Blade viewed blacks as an inte- .

N

. gral part of the white community and the Republican Party. By 1897, it

accused both of betray’ing black ipte_resfs, and it recommended reprisdls. | Its

advice in 1892, printed be;.,ow the Republican ticket, was "Let every Negro vote

for the interest of his race, and to do this he will undoubtedly have to vote

the Reput;licap ticket ‘sfréight" (No. 6). Beyond party affiliation, there was
little information about candidates or other individuals: "Corbett isa ™
ﬁepublicaﬁ and J.L. .Sullivan is a Negro-hating Demccrat” (No. 6). By .897,

'
The Elade had hecome disillusioned:

If the white Republicans of Parsons and Labette county don't like
the policy of The Blade as they see it now, just-let a few more of [sic]

than a dozen of them drop a collection in the missionary box and take The

Blade for a year and we'll guarantee them their money's worth of good
Republican doctrine. Try it gentlemen (No.‘13).

The pre-election issue put these words in the mouth of a local Republican
politician: "What the h--- do we want to spend money on the higgers for?
They're all going to vote for the Republican ticket anyway" (No. 14). The
paper's conclusion was bitter:

The time was when the Negroes of the United States could put impli-
cit faith in the word of a Republican...but in these days...it is just as
impossible...as it is to trust a sheep-killing dog in a flock of sheep
"(No. 14). )

After the election,' the paper tookx credit for delivering the black vote to the
People's Party: "The colored Republicans of Parsons fed their white friends
on green persimmon pie last Tuesday. What ugly looks!" (No. 15). The paper

also endorsed black candidates for future elections. -

SR
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Whii;é politicians, businessmen and editors were accused, often ty name,

¢ . _ - b

of corruption,’ e.g. "Rattlesnake Pefe Foley managed to filch hundreds off

.

dollars from the county treaaury'-'-.(No. 13). The Blade )eported amugly that
"Republican ringsters attempted to coerce the colored-voters of this city by

threatening to shut them out of work...but it didn't work" (No. 15). Con-
' 3 - .

tinued black support for Republicans- in the nearby town of Oswego was "an
. w0 11

attempt to imitate the Negro oi; 35 years ago when he knew nothing but his ¢
. master's command" (No. 16), ‘ ‘ / /
y ) ,ef/ ' : \

"-In 1892, protest /amst Oppression, lynching and segregated schools
were on inside pageséjig were general in nature, e.g. "The Cavcasian, the
Indian, the Chinama’r/z and all others have united their strength against the
Negro....He must fight his way all alone and unaided” (No. 7). They were
uempered by reports of progreas in religion, education and personal wealth, by
patriotic sentiment and fgith in local government, and by humility. Two

— - articles responding to the shooting of ti.e alleged ;lick burglar (see page 8
above) indicated faith in loc#l govermment. “Worse and Worse” demanded "more-
night police to protect.our citizens and property from the outi'ages of these
prowling demons" (No. 6). "An Untrue Report” denied the Parsons black commu-
nity sought to have a white councilman arrested for the murder. "We believe,
however, that a stronger police force would ‘be ‘more creditable to our city and
,iﬁs inhabitants,"” the -paper-noted. “What we Yant is more official protection”
(No. 6). '

The Blade prouoted Hobson Normal Institute, as the "best educational
institution in the siate, tuition free and conducted by C}}rist.ian instructors.
Do not fail to grasp these golden Opportunities_" (No. 6). This baation of
local blagk pride was dependent on white support. Threatened with the cloging '
of the school, The Blade, in a page two editorial, appealed to its white

readership to keep the school open, noting, "The black man is the slave of
. ' 12
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ignorance, passion, vice and ‘sin and needs the freedom which education in

/

intelligence, norals, and the knowledge of ‘Christ gives" (No. 9). A two-and-

one-half column sermon by'Reverend- A. Fairfax, one of Parsons' prominent black

 citizens, reflected The Blade's confidence that justice and freedom were

imminent: "The great day 3f\battle and Jjudgment is at hénd....So love has

/ conquered by meeiting all the demands of justice and the prey is taken from the

" mighty and 4he lawful captive delivered" (No. 10).

After Hobson was closed in 1896 and the pap%j had a new edi“tor and motto,

faith and humility gave way to cynicism and iinpatienc‘e. A two-part essay,

"Phe Question of the Hour," by S.C. Coiéman, ruled out .black failures as an
excuse for discrimination:
. R | ‘ e
. For years, [the white people] have...told the Negroes that whfn they
| acquired. education, wealth, intelligence and property that he [sic |
be respected by the white man. Now, is this true? -I say no....Negroes .
are being lynched throughout this country every day without the very -

slightest attempt of proof of guilt...Not one in twenty charges of rape
by Negroes is true.... (Nos. 15-16) .

"The time has come when the Negro must look qut for _himself or go amiss...".
(No. 18), The Blade claimed. it also advocated black unity, noting that "ex-
slave pension Qgitation will amount only to talk as long és the .Negroes of '

America stapd so far apart; and all forces must first blend into UNI‘I‘Y...."‘
(No. 13). | '

Whereas black readers in Parsons in 1892 were encouraged to patronize

West. Parsons businesses and Blade advertisers ("He likes to see you socially.

¥
" Friendship makes patronage" [No. 8"]), 1897 issues cited specific stores for

v b .
rudeness and called for,boycotts, complaining, "Some colored pedple are still

making fools of themselves by patronizing merchants who neither ask for nor
appreciate their trade" (No. 13). It advised, "Let all of our people be men
and resent every insult" (No.. 13). Readers were also advised ,to contribute to

legal prosecution or defense funds for wronged blacks.-

13
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Instead of. Amerigan presidents (Nos. 6, 8), The Blade in 1897 eulogized

heroes oi: the blacl;: cause, .such as pre-Civil War abolitionist editor Elijah
Lovejoy (No. 16) and black staéesman John M. Langston, who ."...illustratge the
possibilities of an aspiring, eneréetic youth, though he be in. thyaldbm [s1c]”
BOTN.eeeHeE never soared so high that he could not sae. t‘he 'condition ot; his

race" (No. 17). .

¢

&
Pocketknife'vs. sword-~Whereas the earlier Blade's appeal was modest and

altruistic, the later .lade made a strong pitch to the bl ack consumer. The
. A . , e :

1892 Blade .reported¥tafs’ trips, office callers ("Reverend F. Durdin and Bro- °

" ther James Griffin were pleasant callers gf The Blade office Saturday. Rev.

Durdin is quite:favorably impressed with our little paper and says he will do

all in his power for its promotion" [No. 9]) and benefit concerts in ite

honor, but did not directly advertise itself. In 1897, in contrast, the paper

-

promoted it aggressively, established five area correspondents, Qarriea

L
. '

more ads and had revamped its layout. As "The Blade Triumphant” after the

C

election, tt took credit for controlling the black vote (No. 15). The first

S

post-election issue had noted how thé last pre-election issue "was read by

more people than any other issue of the paper since it was founded in '92."

Forty years later, Moten told a differept"and sadler story:

After five years the Blade turned to the Peoples Party because the
Republicans had refused to place a Negro on the State or County ticket.
The Peoples Party was overwhelmingly defeated and L&he] paper suffered
extreme loss of prestige and patronage. A number of advertisers ﬁthdrew
their ads and the Blade was sold at a sherrifs [sic] sale a year “latgr.

' J.L. Craw and GL. Morris attempted to revive the paper, but it con-:

stantly declined until it finally suspended publication December 27,
1904, I‘go other cotored paper has since been established in Southern’
Kansas.”' '

-

Whatever the final outconme, accol'ad“es to Dorse\r's sharp tongue and political
acumen were reprinted from The Statesman of Denver (No. 16) and the Pioneer
| Press of Martinsburgh, West Virginia (No. 17). Promotional slogans were

L
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it's so0,"

Subscription pfices Were raided 20 percent in 1897 from $1.25/year to $1.50 R

; *» scattered acroés each page, such g8 "If you’éee ii in Tﬁe Blade then you know

admirer of The Blade and it will be a visitor at-hie home hereafter” (No, 17)
i3 ] ‘ L4

. / , -

or "Who says The Blade ain't in 1t7" o
*Mr. Nathan Ford has become an

L]

In 1897, even & new subscriber .Was news:

and The Blade began to pressure subscribers to renew and pay up, noting,'Kua
mark across this place indicates that your subsorif/;on has expired akd )
0/0
It yas followed

requeats you to.renew it at once or state your regson why."

by an adapted Bible verce:

A schedule was printed for door-to-door cbllecting for overdue subscriptions

. To Our Debtors Who Are True Christians we recommend your careful and
prayerful consideration of the following selections of scripture:... The '
a?g payeth not, but the righteous show mercy and ﬁayeth

_ [

wicked buyeth
(Psalms 37:21). K

%

in certain areas.

. ' Discussion
Its inside edjitorial and

?
The early Blade tried to cut two ways at once. _
“lam

local news pages protested oppression and projected .o blacks an image of
themselves as participating members of society. But its more visible half --

the cllppings -- endorsed the status quo of American society, which perceivgd

individual blacks.as threatening and ignored the existencer of a black com-

munity.
. .
Sources of income and the change in management should be considered in

accounting for the new policies and look of The Blade in 1897. In 1892, the

paper may have been financially dependent on whites, which could account for
Such dependence could have

its perspectlve on race relations at that time.
MAny of the 1200 black nehspapers started in

occurred in at least two ways.
the United States between 1866 and 1905 depended on a white circulation
because black discretional spending alone vwas insuffidient to support thenh33

/

!
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populations of :Soutuern Kansss,"35 Parsons presumably had a vote worth win- |

-
1 Kl

ning. \ . , - : ) v

L}

The Bladq;'s'apbarent difficultfr collecting ‘from subscribers in 1897 suggests -
e vy

“ Y ! ‘
that many indeed could not afford the newspaper. The Republican party-pro-

¢ a

vided another poseible gource of income for black newspapers in Kansas in the -

~

'1890s. Since moat blacks were Repuhlican from the Civ,il War until the Néw

Deal in the 19308, that party mobilized the black vote in election years by

~ -

funding newspapers.’4 No concrete evidence that The Blade was one of these

R . N

‘has been found, but. the neﬁspaper was foynded in an elegtion year and gave the

Republican ti\cget a blanket endorse.ment. With "one of the largest Negro

1

AN

¥

It is unli&gly that the 1897 Blade had either of these sour;\qf sup-
port. By its own vount (No. 13), it had only a dozen white subscribers, and .

it supponted the People’ s Party. Aggressive advertising, appeal to a broader

R circulation as indicated. by added correspondents, and- evidence of subsidiary

ventures (the Jjob shop, and insurance and patent sales comissions) are char- -
acteristic of a capitalistic enterprise dependent on its ov_n markéting. Hoten

attributed The Blade's success to its job'shop and to the relative wealth and
» . . .
36 .

numbers of Parsons blacks.

Monroe Dorsey's entrepreneurial ‘instincts may have been superior to his

father's, but they were not good enough to sell his radical politics. Appar- -

ently finding Parso‘ns. barren ground for the seeds of civil disobedience,
Dorsey moved to Washington, D.C. sometime bef0r31920. In 1924, he wrote to
his sister, "Since I'm in Washington and have started in the pl:inting business
on my own, I expect to stay here." He died in Wachington in 1939. "'I"he only
reason he left was because he wanted 'to make a little more progress than he

could in Parsons‘émguy said. "Parsons was such a small town.">!

“.The background of the blacks who .lived in Paysons may give some insight

16
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B to their reception of the Blade. Blaeks vere latecomers to Parsons, having ' ‘
arr:ved no aore -than 13 years pefore the paper starte;i'. As alr'ea.dy x}oted 38
many received local c}_xar.{ty in the t‘om-of pousing, work, clothing, foqd, . « *"
| health care and schpoling, -and .not surpnis\ingly, some may'hjéve been hesitant o "
.q- ' to accuse benefactors of die\crimination. t et . .-

In Beatrice Hol land 8 ch 1dhood durmg the 49108 and 49203, adults consi~ .
dered Parsons an improvement ver Texas and Ok-lahoma. “There was discrimina- "
)

tion in Texas, Oklahoma and kqnsas, too, she said "ﬂzt it was worse [in

Texas and Oklahoma].” Many. of those newly-arr;lved felt lucky to be hired \bx p ' -.
=~ the raiquad.' "If you had a job working for the -Katy, you had a good job," “\\
she said.f59 This recent riae in Yortunes probably weakened Dorseys call to \ . o
arms, pspecially since the newspaper may have increased tension(‘*'between the |
races, at Jleast for a whi‘le_. ‘Leola Estes, bo‘_rn in 1895, attended elementary '
) school with Monroe Doraey's tw? 'déu'ghtefg, b\;t Y_hqs‘ no mem%g of the .pl.l'tle.. .. .- ) ..
* She remembers ‘a happy chi],dhoogl_in Parsons, free of racial. tension. ’ "If ttierel
| “awere disturbance‘s amongst the ;races, 'our parents would not talk ahout lt in .\i
front of us," she said. We had plenty of i'oéd plenty of clothes, pﬁanty of
‘everything.' 40 Cherry said that after her uncle left town, 'his sista‘% (her
A mother) was alone 1.‘ actively protesting discriminatzon, suing a theater in
1934 that would allow her to sit only in the Jim Crow sectiom. The theater
owney _died before the case could be decided. But foi::' most black re'sidents;
she said, discrimination was "the accepted way of lifég.- So very many of them
were afraid tg [protest]:” And they not only were agrat\;td, they thought it
wouldn't. do any good,"4!
The Blade might have mustered more support for boycotts and independen&t
voting if the bIacks of Parsons had had the perception of being part of a
regional movement. But although the Blade itself eetablished‘a petwork of

¢

subscribers and co_rrespdndents in different communities, there was no network

" - -
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of black newspapers in thoee towns. Ia 'fact,, the Blade identified itself as

g
, .~ the only- exclueively black-owned and operated publishing company within a

cl,rcuit of 500 uiles around its 1‘ocation."42 Dorseys castisation of “the

“blacks of Oswego, Kansae, as4mitating the slaves of 35 yeare earlier for .

continuing to vote Republican .euggeets his was a voice in the wilderness 43

Another factor diminishing the likelihood of organized protest’ was that
during D.orsey'g ‘time,’ Parsons lacked the kint;l of\:he\gnkim racial v.wlenoe that

activated_ the-eivil rights movement in other'\ parts -of the country. - As Wil-

-lisms reports, this flamins up of racial vioience after the turn of the N

’ AN
centuzy helped speed up black ‘cooperajion in Oklahoma. C[n respodee, vthe Okla-.

»

homa Negro Prees Aseociation wae organized in 1906._ As Vil liams notes,
The black newspapere did euch a thorough Job of mobilizing the black vote
into a Republican voting bloc that evef in gseveral of the larger urban

areas...the Republican Party was dependent on blacks and was forced ‘to
concede blacks a place on the -party's t:lcket."’4 ‘ .\

It is imppssible, of eourse, to know whether Doreey could have garnered’
more support in 1892 when the alleged black buzglar was, killed, or around 1907
when, as an 85-year-old Parsons resident recalled nearly 8 decades later,
"They almo'st had a riot here. Monroe Lowe eaigl the black c_ommunity was
outraged when a policeman beat up a black man.. "He was arrested unlawfully,

the waj I understood it," he said. No riot or demonstratioa occurred.4?

Conclusion
Toda;,' the Parsons Weekly Blade is almost unknown among blatks and Journa-

lists in Pareons. The Labette County Historical Society does not possess a.
. single copy for dieplay in the county museum.46 Beatrice Holland, now,74,
suys her earliest recollection of Parsons blacks employed by a newspaper is

paper boys who delivered the Chicago Defender and the' Kansas City Call in the

L~ %4
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. they did, they were cleaning up tHe office."47 -~ ~

| Lowe: "'I‘hey run off et the mouth end just keep you upset," ne said.’’

\-—. ‘ 2
¢ <

: 1920s. Ae to whether eny worked for 4h local Parsons ‘Sun, she replied, "If

C

Separate grede schools (until 1956), ewlmming ‘pools, parks, ohurchee,

cemetery ‘eectione and theater seating (bleoke eat upeteirs in the ”buzzsrde

-

‘ roost”) are part of Parsons' history of segregation.d8 A long-time Parsons -

:]ournaliet said ‘the local newspaper's coverage of the black community "was

¢

moetly bad -~ arrests, shootings, outtinge [etebbinge] and so forth."49, But

there were aleo‘ e-igne of. tolerance and of euccees within the black community.
' ey

s Pareone had a black polioeman and an integrated high school not long after

1900, and blacks ren a hospita.u, funeral home, grocery and other busineseee.SO

Several of the most senior blaok citizens of Parsons ha_ve ng recollection

-

of organized protests, such as boycotts, before Martin Luther King, Jr.'s

- ‘ian_.uence in the late 1'9'563_'and‘ 1960s. Monroe Lowe and nonagenarian Leola

Estes say they stayed out of politics. "I didn't vote then and I dou't now,"
Lowe said. Estes, a school teacher from 1918 to 1929, said elie first knew of

the Call and the Defender eround 1910, ‘but never read newspapers. Nor did

The 1892 Blade was probably more in atep ¥ith blaoks of Parsons than it
was in 1897. The 1897 Blade, run by the you cer Doreey and an isolated
vanguard of the civil rights movement, feiled because there was not yet the
socialidevelopment and the communicatione network.to support it. A local
paper, no matter how radical, may simply have been ungble to have significant
editorial impact on & l.ocal population. The more radical attitude espoused by
the young Dorsey would have required an alternative financial base to replace
the political, advertiser and possibly white support it had had earlier. More
apparently, the 1897 Blade lacked a sufficiently developed national comunioa-

tions network that ir a more systematic way could have offered evidence to

show that the increasing black consciousness and the white reaction against it

B -
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 was not simfl\v a local phenomenon. ' The rapid growth of national black journa- .

1ism after World War I filled that.gap. But the earlier evolution of papers

. such as The Blade helped ‘make that po.ssible..
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